Brown reworked into his fiction are quite possibly fictions, and it is possible that the Yates account was modeled after, or at least strongly influenced by, an entirely different source ... ‖ (644). Williams's -different source‖ refers to a series of events that occurred approximately a year after Yates murdered his family, in a similar small town not too far away. In December 1782, William Beadle, a struggling merchant in Wetherfield, Connecticut, calmly and rationally slaughtered his wife and four children with an axe, before inserting a pistol in each of his ears and blowing out his own brains. The crime left a significant mark in textual records, occasioning a steady stream of publications that included copious newspaper articles and two long Advertiser all carried the same brief news item: -A few days since one James Yates, who says he was born in West Chester county, was committed to Albany gaol, for the wilful murder of his wife and four children; he also killed his cattle.‖ However, a number of New England newspapers did print a slightly amplified account in midFebruary 1782, which described Yates as -formerly of West Chester county, one of the Society of Shakers in that Neighbourhood.‖ The blame for the murders is firmly laid at the door of his peculiar separatist faith: -It seems this unfortunate Man was tempted to this horrid Deed by the Spirit which so manifestly actuates the whole Society.‖ 2 This crucial detail is reiterated by another, still more detailed report that appeared in several newspapers at almost the same time. 3 It is an account that has never really been discussed by scholars, and it contains some minor but telling discrepancies with the more well-known 1796 account. 4 The -correspondent‖ who provided these details is said to have heard them on 5
November, -at Pitts-Town, in Albany county, state of New York, in the neighbourhood where it happened.‖ This suggests that the murders were committed either in October or, possibly, early November, rather than in December as the 1796 account claims, lending further support to the notion that the later Yates narrative draws heavily on Mitchell's text, as Beadle certainly did kill his family in December.
Yates is once again described as -one of the society of Shakers,‖ and it is confirmed that his transformation from normality to murderous insanity was sudden and unforeseen; we are told that his character was -an insignificant one.‖ After killing his family early in the morning, Yates apparently -ran naked about a half a mile to the house of his father and mother‖ to confess his crime, and it was his -ancient‖ parents who, despite their initial disbelief, discovered the truth of his claims. Only the mother and her infant child appear to have been killed outside the house, and the murder weapon, a club, was apparently the same for each member of the family-though an axe was discovered inside one of the two cows he is also said to have killed, together with two horses and his dog. When Yates was shown the bodies of his murdered family, the report continues, -he said they were not his wife and children, but the woman was an Indian squaw.‖ This denial of his wife's identity suggests not only the dislocation of Yates's sense of reality, but also the extent to which his family had become alien to him-his mutilated wife appearing in his eyes as a racial -other.‖ Perhaps most intriguing is the detail that Yates is not even -bound‖ in the immediate aftermath of the murders, on the strength of his brother's promise to -prevent his doing any further mischief.‖ Compared to the public outcry over the Beadle murders, this fact is nothing short of astounding. [T]he necessity for public confession to the leaders, the condemnation of marriage as sinful, the possibility of communication with angels and spirits, the notion that a judgement of the world was under way, the idea of progress through degrees of punishment, and the concepts of immortality and immunity to suffering and temptation. (16) Furthermore, other early apostate accounts -charged the Shakers with using alcohol excessively, dancing naked, exorcising demons, burning books, and destroying other objects of value‖ (31). One Shaker apostate, Daniel Rathbun, 11 described in his 1785 account how, when he was part of the Shaker community, -my wife and children were all dead to me‖ (qtd in De Wolfe, . And yet the message of Shakerism, with regard to family and marriage, was somewhat contradictory-Shaker converts like Yates, who were already married with children, could not simply renounce their families if the latter did not share their new religious enthusiasm; one of the conditions of entry into the community was that a husband had to provide for his wife. Yates would therefore have had both spiritual and financial imperatives for his actions. By killing his family, he was simultaneously casting off the carnal trappings of his sinful, pre-Shaker life, and -providing‖ for them, ensuring that they would not want in his absence.
For the writers and readers of the earliest newspaper reports of the atrocity, Yates was the Shaker bogeyman come to life, the fulfillment of various intersecting political, social, and religious anxieties. The threat to traditional patterns of family life represented by Shaker practices had found its inevitable physical expression in the literal decimation of an entire family. The fate of the Yates family embodies the way in which, for many Revolutionary writers, the family had become a figure for the nation; to attack one was to attack both. Familicide was tantamount to treason, and in the rhetoric of the Revolutionary period, nothing could be more monstrous than such a betrayal-Benedict Arnold, for instance, the most famous traitor in American history, was routinely transformed by contemporary rhetoric into a monster. However, in the case of the Yates murders, the transformation was felt to be more than metaphorical. The account is prefaced by a short introductory letter from a woman identified only as -Anna,‖ who apparently sent the account to the editors of the magazine, -at the particular request of a friend, who is well acquainted with the circumstances that gave rise to it.‖ Furthermore, she pointedly tells us that the narrative has been -drawn up by a female hand,‖ and that Yates had been -an occasional visitant‖ in her father's family. -Anna‖ makes one further remark, that -as she has no reason to suppose that this transaction has ever appeared in print, you will be pleased to give it a place among your original compositions.‖ 11 This comment implies two things: that Anna, and presumably the author, has written this with no knowledge of existing textual sources; and that it is intended to be read as a literary text-an -original composition.‖ This confused claim to both authoritative knowledge and creative originality suggests the narrative's hybridity, its combination of fact and fiction.
However, this reflexive claim to authenticity is characteristic of much eighteenthcentury fiction from Defoe onwards. The authorial pose as a mediating -editor,‖ -friend,‖ or -translator‖ of the actual author was a tried and tested literary device, particularly of the epistolary form popularized by British author Samuel Richardson, the foremost model for authors of sentimental fiction in early America. The prefatory material to this account, then, while it appears to indicate a genuine knowledge of the events described, also signals the author's awareness of generic conventions.
All mention of Yates being a Shaker has been effaced from the 1796 account, and yet there are certain details that have no correlative in the Beadle narrative and that also appeared in the published hostile accounts of Shaker ritual: the book burning; the destruction of objects of value; the communion with spirits. While it must remain speculation, it seems possible that its author did indeed have some recollection of the events, albeit vague, but that she has deliberately chosen to disguise or alter certain details (such as Yates's Shakerism) that were stressed in the original reports, and has recast the story in order for it to have a meaning and a message aimed specifically at Yates, we are told, -belonged to one of the most respectable families in this state.‖ Yates then pursued his fleeing wife, threw the axe at her, and wounded her in the hip, causing her to drop the baby, which he picked up and hurled against a fence. Tracking his wife's bloody trail through the snow, he caught up to her, and after a moment's vacillation in which his -natural feelings‖ are said to have revived, he was upbraided by the voice reminding him, -That is also an idol!‖: -I broke from her instantly, and wrenching a stake from the garden fence, with one stroke levelled her to the earth! And lest she should only be stunned, and might, perhaps, recover again, I repeated my blows, till I could not distinguish one feature of her face!!!‖ Finally Yates pursued his eldest daughter, finding her hiding in a haystack. Briefly moved, once again, by her pleas, Yates asked his daughter to sing and dance for him, which she did; but then changing his mind, -and catching up a hatchet that stuck in a log, with one well aimed stroke cleft her forehead in twain.‖ He then headed over to his sister's house. She was there alone, her husband having been called away. Despite his violent intentions, his sister succeeded in restraining him and tied him to a bedpost, before setting out to investigate, discovering the scene of the slaughter, and raising the alarm.
The narrative ends with a brief, curious episode describing how Yates was taken to the house of a neighbor, Mrs Bl--er, 14 where he constantly prostrated himself and addressed the unspecific -Father'‖ who commanded him to do what he did. -Mrs Bl--er‖ asked him who this father was: -he made no reply-but pushing away the person who stood between her and himself, darted at her a look of such indignation as thrilled horror to her heart.‖ The account is finally lent an air of authority by the narrator's claim that she visited Yates in prison, in the company of a young girl, to deliver some fruit, and ends with an acknowledgement of the totally unfathomable nature of these events.
IV
In the print culture of the early United States, brutally violent attacks on families were nothing new. Narratives of Indian captivity had been amongst the most popular forms of indigenous literary production for more than a century. Many of the earliest such accounts were authored by Puritans and offered a Providential interpretation of captivity, torture, and death that sought to impart meaning to the apparent randomness of violence. By the latter end of the eighteenth century, however, the genre had become increasingly lurid and sensational, its spiritual content cloaking its voyeuristic fascination with suffering and distress, as authors absorbed the more hysterical conventions of sentimental fiction. Of equal note was the growing appetite for sensational accounts of crimes-particularly murder-reported in the press. Karen
Halttunen has remarked on the shift from -the execution sermon as the dominant literary form of response to murder, towards a more secular narrative account,‖ which -organized the popular response to murder within a set of narrative conventions that are most usefully characterized as Gothic‖ (2) (3) . The Yates narrative of 1796 seems to straddle these genres. Despite its pronounced spiritual subtext, it possesses the sense of bewilderment in the face of unaccountable evil that was the hallmark of the new secular literature of crime, while its unflinching account of the slaughter of a family borrows heavily from the language and tone of contemporary captivity narratives.
The analogy with Indian captivity narratives apparently occurred to Yates himself, who briefly considered disguising his handiwork as an Indian raid: -I will put all the dead in the house together, and after setting fire to it, run to my sister's and say the Indians have done it.‖ He finally rejects this ploy because he believes he has done nothing wrong, and that he was obeying a divine command. This passage recalls a comparable detail from the earlier newspaper account, but with a small change. In the earlier version, we are told that Yates insisted that his murdered wife was actually an Indian squaw; it is not the violence which he -Indianizes,‖ but the victim. During the Revolution, this would have recalled the familiar loyalist argument that separation from the mother country would entail degeneration into savagery, the gradual elision of Anglo-American and Native identity that Yates's violent assault has somehow accelerated. Yates's misperception was a further slight on the sanctity of American womanhood, a further indicator of his separation from his patriotic community.
Jared Gardner has pointed out that, in the early republic, nationalist discourses were characterized by what he calls a -fantasy of sameness,‖ in which the nation is depicted as a homogenous -imagined community,‖ and that this fantasy depended on a related racist discourse characterized by -the negative definition of the other.‖ As he puts it, -the pressing need to imagine a sameness-a community after the Revolution-was always bound to the need to define a difference-from former colonial oppressors abroad and from racial ‗others' at home‖ (10) . With this in mind, the slight change made in the story makes sense. With the label of -Shaker‖ removed from the narrative, Yates had no markers of -otherness‖-he was a white man, a Christian, and a farmer, in many ways just the sort of yeoman farmer that Jefferson would argue should form the cornerstone of the new republic. By directing his violence onto the family, he denies his -natural feelings‖ and becomes monstrousand the narrative marks this explicitly by associating his actions with a racially coded enemy.
In Revolutionary discourse, the idea of -natural‖ familial behavior, in which the transgressor is rendered monstrous by failure to observe parental (or filial) As Karen Halttunen has argued, the increasingly popular subgenre of crime literature to which this narrative belongs made regular use of the -convention of speechlessness,‖ which -indicated an inability to assign meaning to the transgression‖ (55-6).
The political theorist Hannah Arendt has written that -Where violence rules absolutely, as for instance in the concentration camps of totalitarian regimes, not only the laws ... but everything and everybody must fall silent‖ (18) . Nelly, however, despite her horror, does not lose the power of speech. Nor has the extraordinary brutality of the murders rendered the author of this account incapable of describing them-indeed, they are described with an unflinching, forensic detail that is genuinely disturbing. It is, finally, this act of writing-of reasserting the primacy of languagethat is the narrative's achievement, and why it can ultimately be read not as an apocalyptic warning of the dangers of early republican society, as Axelrod suggests, but as reassurance that that society can reassert order in the face of even the most appalling disorder. The anonymous author of the narrative seems to have recognized that the story's Shaker origins made this tale an excellent vehicle for an exploration of gender politics, and provided an opportunity, if not to save the female victims of
Yates's violence, at least to memorialize them, and to provide her readers with a heroic female role model in the figure of Nelly. By -speaking violence‖ so unblinkingly, the -Unfortunate Account of J--Y--‖ brings the apparently unspeakable back within the rational confines of a civic culture in which women were playing an increasingly important ideological role, containing his violence as surely as Albany jail confined the killer himself.
Notes

